sources and that we must answer to achieve our own purposes. We cannot leave these self-generated questions unanswered or our projects stop in their tracks. The larger questions that encompass us and that would reveal our limits, our deep dependencies and the sea of uncertainties out of which we spring like dolphins for a brief moment -these we leave unconsidered and without response. To tackle these questions, we sense, would drain our energies, enfeeble us, and diminish our chances of succeeding in the great all-surrounding world of competition for achievement. Better that we leave to children or perhaps to poets the great unanswered questions that would reveal to us the limits of our knowledge, of our understanding, and of our capacities for response.
The Where of the Question of Prayer Elias Canetti says that his pride consists in his never having flattered death. "No man," he says, "has ever heard me praising death, no one can say that I have bowed to it, that I have acknowledged or whitewashed death." He goes on to emphasize how evil he finds death to be, death, "the unresolved and the incomprehensible, the knot in which everything has always been tied and caught and that no one has ever dared to chop up." (2) He is amazed that he can live with his hatred of death because that hatred brings an incessant awareness of death (3) .
It is now almost fifty years since Canetti jotted down this confession of his hatred of death, a hatred that has quite gone out of fashion. As I observed eight years ago in this Journal (4), we seem now increasingly and successfully to socialize ourselves into silence about any questions that would drag us beyond the boundaries of what "human agency can alleviate." (5) We shrink away from the thrust of our own intelligence when it would propel us, if given free rein, into a darkness where no data, no concepts, no argument, and no proof could silence or calm the dread or the rage with which an awakened human spirit can tremble when facing the ap-T here must be a link between prayer in the care of the dying and the care of dying children. The link I see is in this Journal. It is the link of delayed attention and neglect. We waited twelve years before publishing our single thematic issue on the care of dying children, and while the Journal has entered its fifteenth year of publication we have never focused attention on prayer in the care of the dying or on the prayer of the dying in our care. The why of that neglect and where the question of prayer arises are what I want to explore in this editorial.
Prayer: A Question for Children?
The editorial for the Journal's special issue on palliative care for children, the issue titled, When Children Have to Die, opened with a statement from the great French mathematician H. Poincare, a statement about two kinds of questions:
...There are questions one chooses to ask and other questions that ask themselves. And a question that has long asked itself without response tends to be abandoned to children. (1) There is very little evidence that we -that is, those of us who are involved in one way or another in the care of dying -have chosen to ask questions about prayer in the care of the dying. Is that because the question of prayer is one of those questions that ask themselves? If so, is it one of those questions, long awaiting response, that we have abandoned to children?
Questions That Ask Themselves
The difference between questions we choose to ask and questions that ask themselves is that we are in control of the first and the second are in control of us. We tend, I think, to abandon to children the questions that are bigger than our minds can manage because children tend to be vulnerable and helpless and we need to be in command, in control. So we distract ourselves from questions that threaten to overwhelm us, and we focus our energies on the questions we generate from within our own interests and re-parently all-too-real and inevitable fate of personal extinction.
It is to that darkness that Matthew Arnold directs our attention:
Below the surface-stream, shallow and light of what we say we feel -below the stream As light, of what we think we feel -there flows With noiseless current strong, obscure and deep, The central stream of what we feel indeed ... (6) Out of that central stream, obscure and deep, arise the questions that ask themselves. But the great repression and distraction of late 20th century culture blocks our listening to these questions about "what we feel indeed" on the frontier of death's darkness. We are silent about these questions that ask themselves because we do not dare, or we cannot bear, to listen to them.
That in part, I think, is why we rarely, if ever, speak about prayer in the care of the dying. The question of prayer arises within those dreadful questions about death that ask themselves. But we do not listen to those questions, so we need not speak of prayer. We may even reach the point of thinking that we do not pray. Actually, if we are sufficiently successful in deafening ourselves to these questions, we may indeed succeed in dying without praying at all or we may breeze through our care of the dying without hearing their prayer.
The Prayer That Says Itself
We will entirely miss the point of this reflection unless we realize that, very much like H. Poincare's two kinds of ques-tions, there are also two kinds of prayer. There are the prayers that people choose to say and there is the prayer that says itself. ' The prayers that people choose to say are known in all religions. Most of us learn to say such prayers when we are children. Many continue saying such prayers all their lives. Sometimes we really put ourselves into these prayers when we say them, sometimes rote takes over.
The key point, though, is that these prayerswhether they are in our memories or in our prayer books or in a congregation's communal recitation -are, like the questions we choose to ask, within and under our control. We select the prayers we want to say, or we choose not to say prayers now or ever.
It's quite different with the prayer that says itself. That prayer, to paraphrase St. Augustine, is "more intimate to us than we are to ourselves". Unbidden, that prayer wells up within us from the deep and central stream of our dread, our despair, our sense of utter helplessness, or our experience of being drawn down into chaos as our bodies and our lives are threatened with disintegration.
That prayer -if and when it arises within us as a plea to be saved, as a plea for forgiveness, or as a plea that we be affirmed as beings of unquantifiable worth -is an event to be held onto until it resonates through spirit, mind, feeling, and body.
When we are in the care of the dying, we can come to hear this prayer when it resonates within them, and we can amplify that prayer, perhaps even to the point that it will come to say itself within us and resonate around the circle of those who give to the dying not only their professional competence but also a great part of their very selves. Those who care best for the dying, to paraphrase E. Canetti, are probably not those who need the least, but rather those who give away the most through what they need (7) .
That is the space in palliative care for the prayer that can come to say itself.
